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          ONE FRIDAY MORNING IN MARCH

        

      

    

    
      Oodles leaned back on the Colonel Richard Northan Memorial Park Bench and reached for his pipe.

      “I blame metrification and globalisation.”

      The flamboyantly dressed old man next to him frowned and brought his hand to his ear before retracting it like it was spring loaded.

      “I thought we were still talking about the show?”

      Before Oodles could explain, both men turned at the sound of footsteps.

      Conn Northan was approaching, still in the crumpled emerald-green suit he’d worn to James Northan’s funeral three days earlier.

      “I wondered when he’d surface.” Oodles pulled his hand from the bib pocket of his faded grey overalls. His morning puff would have to wait.

      The other old man bristled, his voice sharp. “I bet Ireland was glad to get rid of him. He’s probably settled into his cousin’s granny flat like it’s his ancestral castle.”

      “You’ve changed your blinkin’ tune. Weren’t you the one who brought him here?”

      “No law against a bloke changing his mind about another bloke, is there? Anyway, I refuse to confirm or deny that accusation.”

      Conn stopped in front of them, adjusting his tie — a garish orange thing with a shamrock motif that clashed spectacularly with his suit. He was in his mid-fifties, still young in their rheumy eyes. His Donegal accent was sing-songy, with rolled r’s.

      “Morning, gentlemen.” He glanced between them. “Mind if I sit down?”

      “Sit where?” The large old man theatrically eyed the sliver of space between him and Oodles, who was propping up a brown wooden walking stick. “Can’t you see there’s no room?”

      “Where did James used to sit, then?”

      “On the rare occasions he graced us with his presence, he mainly stood. Suited his nature — high and mighty.”

      “Why’s himself so teechy today?” Conn said. “And what’ve you come as, Wish-Wash? Braveheart?”

      He pointed to the roll-up cigarette tucked behind the old man’s ear.

      “That for later, or are you hoping it’ll smoke itself and save you the trouble?”

      Oodles couldn’t help but smile. Despite the heat, the two-bob lair next to him was draped in a jacket that might once have been a curtain in a proud Scottish household — light green, dark green, full tartan job. And the fag? Wish-Wash was trying to give up smoking. Again. This time, he was doing it incrementally — keeping a ciggie on him for emergencies, and only rolling a replacement if he smoked the last one or lost it overboard.

      Wish-Wash folded his arms.

      “What do you want, Conn? Can’t you see we’re busy?”

      “You don’t look very busy.”

      “Well, we are.”

      For once they were, anyway. Clarrie Noodle, 87, and Bert Whish-Willson, 84, usually sat on the bench for hours each day, chatting fairly mindlessly — about potholes, the rising cost of goods, and things that wouldn’t have been allowed in their day. But today, they were plotting their outing to the Windy Mountain Agricultural Show.

      The annual show required a proper plan of attack.

      Conn nodded towards the museum at the other end of High Street.

      “I was thinkin’ maybe you could use a hand with that Tasmanian Tiger place. We’re not too bad at keepin’ the old stories alive back home — leprechauns, banshees, the rest of it. I might add a bit of flair to the goin’s-on, like.”

      Oodles shook his head.

      “That’s not our operation any more, old mate. You’ll have to try the new owners, Joffa, Moose, or Katy.”

      “So it’s true, then?” Conn said. “You left with your tail between your legs, so.”

      Wish-Wash levered himself up and shook a fist.

      “Why don’t you just bugger off?”

      “If that’s how you feel. I’ll be seeing yous.” Conn turned and strolled off towards the museum.

      As soon as he was out of earshot, Wish-Wash slumped back down with a long sigh.

      “Good riddance.”

      “Admit it,” Oodles said. “You tracked him down and told him to come back to Windy Mountain to claim his inheritance as the last-standing next of kin. All because you wanted revenge on James Northan.”

      “You can’t blame me for Jimbo writing the rest of his relatives out of his will.”

      Oodles rolled his eyes and finally took out his pipe and pouch of tobacco. James Northan hadn’t even known Conn existed until a trip to Ireland in 2019, where he was horrified to discover his Irish roots.

      The uppity former mayor had been livid when Conn turned up in Windy Mountain out of the blue in 2020, just before the COVID-19 outbreak. While James endured three months of quarantine in Oodles’s cramped house, Conn made himself right at home in James’s flat — and lingered like a bad smell long after James returned, even though there was just one bedroom and he had allowed two German shepherds to chew up the leather lounge suite.

      In the end, James had to get rid of him by funding an all-expenses-paid trip to New Zealand. Yet someone had called Conn in Kerikeri and told him his cousin had died.

      They watched the Irishman shrink into the distance.

      Wish-Wash sniggered.

      “I’d like to be a fly on the wall if he tries his shenanigans on Moose. The big fella won’t take kindly to him comparing the Tasmanian Tiger to the Little People.”

      Oodles sighed and bent over to pack his pipe.

      “As I was saying, metrification and globalisation are to blame for the shortness of our bench.”

      Wish-Wash’s frown returned.

      “Again. What’s that got to do with the show?”

      “Gawdsake. We need a break from that conversation. If it were up to you, you’d take the ‘agricultural’ out of ‘show’ and replace it with junk food, noise and flamin’ flashing lights.”

      Wish-Wash shook his head slowly, his emergency cigarette teetering.

      “Just hear me out, will you?” Oodles said.

      “The original bench was built in a time of inches and feet, right?” he said.

      “The early 1960s, yeah.”

      “But those four-by-two planks of oak had rotted away by the time the council relocated the bench from opposite the Windy Mountain Tasmanian Tiger Museum to here, in the town centre.”

      “I guess. But what’s your point?”

      “It isn’t the same bench, is it? Ever wonder why the timber is reddish-brown instead of weathered grey? It’s because it’s most likely Indonesian merbau, fashioned in centimetres and probably delivered in a flatpack — assembled by a council worker with an Allen key.”

      Wish-Wash’s eyes widened.

      “Our bench is Asian?”

      Oodles nodded and struck a match. Back when he was council works supervisor, Allen keys hadn’t even existed. They used hammers, saws and screwdrivers in his workshop.

      Even though he’d been retired for years, he knew enough about flatpacks to know they often had missing parts — possibly explaining the bench’s shortness.
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      Conn Northan pushed open the glass door of the Windy Mountain Tasmanian Tiger Museum and stepped inside. Light streamed through the large windows, making him blink a few times before spotting the woman behind the front desk. She was in her mid-to-late thirties, with auburn hair tied back in a ponytail.

      Conn adjusted his tie as he stepped towards the counter and cleared his throat.

      The woman looked up, her eyes narrowing as she sized him up. “Can I help you?” she asked.

      “Ah, yes,” Conn said, mustering his most charming smile. “I was told to speak to Katy, Joffa or Moose.”

      “I’m Katy McDonnell.” She put her pen down. “The guys are out in the field.”

      Conn’s eyes flicked to the ceiling, though his head didn’t move. “Right so. I’m Conn Northan. One of the Northan clan, you’ll know yourself. James was my cousin, God rest him.” He made a slow, deliberate sign of the cross. “I was thinkin’ I might throw my hat in the ring here at the museum. We’re not too bad in Ireland at keepin’ stories alive — leprechauns, banshees, that sort of thing — so I thought maybe I could bring a bit of flair to the place, like.”

      Katy’s expression didn’t change. “Flair?” she repeated, her voice flat.

      “Aye,” said Conn. “Sure I’ve the gift, haven’t I? Born storyteller, so I am. I could handle the tours, maybe sort out a few exhibits… even throw together the odd do now and again. Make the place a bit more lively. What do you think yourself?”

      Katy tapped her fingers on the desk, considering him. “It’s an interesting offer,” she said finally. “But I’m afraid you’re wasting your time.”

      Conn’s smile faltered. “Wasting me time? How do you mean?”

      “Joffa, Moose and I are heading to the United States for a couple of weeks. Interesting fact: our intern arranged it — and his grandfather and your cousin didn’t exactly see eye to eye.”

      Conn’s brow furrowed. “You’re closin’ the place up while you’re away, is that it?”

      “No,” Katy said. “Oodles and Wish-Wash will be minding the museum while we’re gone.”

      Conn’s jaw dropped. “Them two? Ah now, you’re jokin’ me. I was only after speakin’ to them, and they hadn’t a notion about any o’ this. Did you even ask them yet at all?”

      “Not exactly,” Katy said. “But I’m sure they’ll step up. They always do.”

      Conn shook his head, disbelief written all over him. “You’re handin’ the place over to a couple of oul fellas that do nothin’ but sit on a bench all day talkin’ pure shite?”

      “They’re more capable than you’re giving them credit for,” Katy said. “Besides, it’s only temporary. And it’s not like the museum’s going to fall apart in a fortnight.”

      Conn frowned, trying to come up with a counter-argument. “But surely you could use someone with a bit more…” He hesitated, searching for the right word. “Pizzazz?”

      Katy raised her eyebrows. “Pizzazz?”

      “Aye. Someone that can pull a crowd, liven the place up a bit. Get a bit of buzz goin’.”

      Katy leaned back in her chair and folded her arms. “And you think you’re the man for the job?”

      “Absolutely,” Conn said, puffing out his chest. “I’ve got charisma. Charm. The gift of the gab, as we say back home.”

      Katy’s lips twitched, as though she were suppressing a laugh. “Well, Conn, it’s clear you’re passionate. But like I said, the timing’s not right. Maybe when we’re back from the States, we can revisit the idea.”

      Conn’s shoulders slumped. He’d been so sure he could talk his way into a position at the museum.

      “Right so,” he said, forcing a smile. “Fair enough. I’ll leave you to it, so I will.”

      Katy nodded. “Thanks for stopping by, Conn. Have a good day. See you at the show tomorrow, maybe?”

      “Not a feckin’ chance.” Conn turned and walked out of the museum, his mind racing. He’d underestimated the situation. But he wasn’t ready to give up just yet. If Oodles and Wish-Wash were going to be minding the place, maybe he could find a way to make himself indispensable to them instead. After all, he was a Northan.

      As he stepped back on to the High Street, Conn glanced towards the far-off bench outside the Wind Tunnel Cafe. Oodles and Wish-Wash were sitting there, deep in conversation.
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          FRIDAY AFTERNOON

        

      

    

    
      Goody wasn’t the sort to take a backward step. For decades, he’d built his reputation the old-fashioned way — by being the biggest, toughest bloke in the room and making damn sure everyone knew it. But today, he was hunched on a stool in the back corner of his optometry shop, arms folded, legs planted wide, a stubborn glare fixed on his son, Wally Junior, who was prattling away as usual.

      The conversation was familiar now — one they’d had many times over the last few weeks — but this time, Wally had a captive audience.

      Walter ‘Goody’ Moncrieff was 80 years old and retiring. A handful of locals had gathered to mark the occasion with tea, nibbles and thinly veiled curiosity. From close of business that afternoon, the shop — his shop — would officially belong to his 49-year-old pipsqueak son, whose grand plans for the future made Goody’s jaw tighten every time he heard them.

      The premises, modest and cluttered, had been Goody’s life for 55 years. Every day he had gone to work in a suit, hung his jacket on a hook in his consulting room, and swapped over into his white lab coat. As he sat there squirming inside, he realised it was probably the last time he’d be wearing that coat.

      He looked fondly around the showroom, where the people had gathered. The old-fashioned displays and quiet charm were as much a part of him as the cricket ball he’d once bowled with ferocious speed in his youth. To him, the shop didn’t need fixing. But Wally Junior, with his neatly combed hair and smart-casual button-up shirt, saw it differently.

      Wally adjusted his glasses as he stood behind the counter. “One idea I am considering is we could introduce new services. Maybe a subscription model — customers pay a flat monthly fee, and we handle their eye check-ups regularly. Oh, and virtual consultations for the younger crowd, who prefer not to come in unless absolutely necessary.”

      Goody had to bite his lip. He’d spent decades examining eyes, not dealing with “virtual consultations.” The shop had run just fine without such nonsense.

      Polly, his long-time assistant, didn’t hold back though. She was fussing with a packet of biscuits near the door through to the consulting room. “Virtual consultations?” she said, her tone sceptical but amused.

      Wally gave a sheepish smile. “It’s the future,” he said. “We need to embrace it if we want to stay competitive. And speaking of staying competitive, we should update the displays. All those dusty frames and old signage — they’re holding us back. What do you think, Polly?”

      Polly, still spry in her 70s and loyal to the shop’s old ways, shook her head with a kind but firm smile. “No need for that nonsense, Young Mr Moncrieff. The charm of this place is in its traditions. You don’t fix what’s not broken.”

      Goody gave her a small nod of agreement, but he kept his thoughts to himself. He didn’t want to sour the moment, even if his son’s ideas seemed absurd.

      Around the room, the others seemed to care only for what was on offer on the plates. Oppy2, from the milk bar next door, sat contentedly with a biscuit in hand, while Marge, a woman from the Slutz Plains Opportunity Shop, nibbled at a slice of cake as she nodded along to the nonsense.

      The door jingled, and a customer wandered in — a stranger Goody didn’t recognise. The newcomer seemed surprised when Polly offered him a cup of tea and biscuit.

      “I only came in because my wife said I needed new glasses.” He shrugged. “All because I complimented her on her new black dress. Who knew it’s actually blue?”

      Before long, the chatter shifted to gossip, as it often did in Slutz Plains.

      “Do you see much of Wish-Wash around here?” Marge asked during a lull in Wally’s monologue.

      Goody said he hadn’t thought about Wish-Wash since the man had come in for glasses two years ago, dressed like a walking kaleidoscope. He chose a pair of outlandish gold-rimmed frames. Goody had tried to steer him towards something more understated, but Wish-Wash had insisted on the flamboyant pair. Until Goody revealed the price. Then Wish-Wash had gone for the cheapest alternative.

      “Oh, he’s an odd one, all right,” Marge said. “Comes from down Windy Mountain way regularly to patronise the op shop, dresses like he’s on a permanent holiday. Always haggling and asking us to knock down the price.”

      Goody sipped his tea and muttered, “Don’t care much for him myself.”

      “He sounds like just the kind of colourful customer we need,” Wally said.

      “You really don’t.” Goody made eye contact with his son. “Trust me on this one.”

      The room fell silent for a moment, and Goody regretted speaking so bluntly. He didn’t want to be seen as a grumpy old man, but he couldn’t deny that the world — and his son — were moving in directions he didn’t much like.

      “Anyway,” Goody said, clearing his throat to break the awkward pause, “I suppose retirement will give me time to finally read Wisden from cover to cover. Been meaning to get around to that for years.”

      Wally Junior’s face lit up. “That’s a great idea, Dad. Maybe we could even digitise the whole collection — get it online for people to read. Modernise the game, right?”

      Goody clenched his jaw to keep from groaning. Wisden wasn’t about modernisation; it was about tradition. It was cricket’s sacred text, timeless and untouchable. But he held his tongue, knowing his son wouldn’t understand.

      Instead, he smiled faintly and reached for another biscuit.
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          SATURDAY

        

      

    

    
      Oodles strode ahead, his gumboots squelching on the muddy path as he made a beeline for the next smelly livestock pen.

      He had left his walking stick at home and somehow found a spring in his step, his eyes lighting up at the sight of the cows ahead.

      Temporary pens and sheds had taken over the Windy Mountain Recreation Ground, and the air reeked of animal dung.

      Wish-Wash trailed behind, dragging his feet. He clutched a half-eaten toffee apple in one hand and a stick from a Dagwood dog in the other, his face already sticky from his indulgences. And his emergency ciggie had already been lost in the mud.

      “Look at the size of that udder.” Oodles gripped the rail of the pen. “Bet she’s got some solid milk yield, eh?”

      Wish-Wash groaned. “For crying out loud, cobber, you’ve dragged me through every livestock shed at this show. Can we please do something fun now?”

      “Fun?” Oodles turned to him. “What’s more fun than appreciating fine bovine craftsmanship? You don’t understand the importance of⁠— ”

      “Chooks, cows, sheep — been there, done that.” Wish-Wash waved his sticky hands. “Can’t we go to Sideshow Alley now?”

      Oodles hesitated, his gaze lingering on a prize-winning Jersey cow, but Wish-Wash grabbed his arm and tugged him away. “Come on, cobber. You’ve had your fun. Now it’s my turn.”

      Oodles followed, his nose wrinkling and shoulders hunched as if the very thought of Sideshow Alley might bite him. The air still smelled faintly of far-away dung, but it was mostly masked by the aroma of fried food and spun sugar. There were no moos, though — just the sounds of laughter, bells, and carnival barkers filling their ears. Wish-Wash’s face lit up as he spotted a cart selling fairy floss, while Oodles squinted at it like it might explode.

      “Now this,” Wish-Wash said, “is living.”

      He returned moments later with an enormous puff of red fairy floss, already pulling off chunks and stuffing them into his mouth. His purple vest already bore the remnants of his earlier snacks.

      Oodles shook his head. “You look like a clown who’s been through a food fight.”

      They meandered through the alley, pausing to watch a man juggle flaming torches and a strongwoman hoist a car tyre over her head. Wish-Wash tried his luck at a ring toss and failed miserably.

      As they approached the brightly lit Maze of Mirrors, a familiar voice rang out behind them.

      “There you two are.”

      Wish-Wash and Oodles turned to see Daisy Rowbottom, standing near a stall and waving. It looked like she had had her hair permed just for the show. Pale blue wasn’t her natural colour. Dressed in a floral blouse, with a red cardigan covering her large bosom, she smiled warmly.

      “Daisy,” Wish-Wash said, glancing at Oodles. “What brings you to Sideshow Alley?”

      “Broadening my horizons,” Daisy said. “And you, Wish-Wash, indulging that sweet tooth as usual.” She pointed at his fairy floss.

      Wish-Wash spluttered. “Well, it is show day...”

      Daisy’s eyes twinkled. “You know, I’ve always admired a man who knows how to enjoy himself. Notice anything different about me?”

      Wish-Wash shrugged and leaned in for another bite, but his chin intercepted it, leaving a streak of pink fluff tangled in his grey whiskers.

      As they parted ways, Oodles couldn’t resist teasing. “Daisy’s got an eye for you, old mate.”

      “She’s just being friendly,” Wish-Wash said, weeding out a piece of fairy floss from his whiskers. “Too old for me though. She must be nearly 80.”

      Oodles smirked. “Perfect age for you, then.”

      “Perfect age for you, more like.” Wish-Wash shot him a look. “You know she used to iron Jimbo’s shirts?”

      “So? He’s dead.”

      “And she had a thing for Father O’Boring,” Wish-Wash said.

      “Dead too.”

      Wish-Wash sighed. “She had a reputation as a dragon when she was matron at the hospital.”

      “So? She’s mellowed. Didn’t she volunteer her services during the pandemic?”

      Wish-Wash shook his head. “The less I know about her services, the better.”

      Oodles laughed and clapped him on the shoulder. “Come on, you rum’un. Let’s see if you can navigate the mirrors without getting stuck.”
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      The moment Oodles and Wish-Wash stepped into the mirror maze, the world shifted. The lighting was strange. Reflections bounced in every direction, multiplying them endlessly: fifty Oodleses, all blinking in sync, and even more Wish-Washes, each looking slightly more confused than the last.

      Their eyes struggled to adjust. At first it was like being underwater — warped lines, odd colours, shapes that didn’t make sense. A sudden burst of laughter ricocheted through the glass, followed by the thud of someone walking into a dead end.

      “Where are we supposed to go?” Oodles asked, spinning slowly, unsure which version of Wish-Wash to follow.

      “Forward?” one of the Wish-Washes said.

      A child screamed joyfully and darted past, chased by a desperate adult apologising to everyone he bounced off.

      Nearby, a teenager tried to pose for a selfie but kept mistaking his own reflection for someone photobombing him.

      A loud woman in a feathered hat declared, “This isn’t the cake competition.” and stormed out backwards.

      The scent of popcorn and sweat lingered.

      It was a sensory ambush — sight, sound, smell, all jumbled together. And as far as Oodles could tell, they’d been in there less than a minute.

      

      “WHERE have you been?” Katy called out, her voice bouncing off the mirrors. She was pushing a powder-blue pram towards them with one hand while balancing a drink bottle in the other. A small tan dog was tethered to the pram’s frame, trotting alongside with his tail wagging.

      Inside the pram was three-year-old Jack, who gnawed on the ear of a well-loved soft-toy wombat. His eyes lit up when he caught sight of Wish-Wash.

      “Katy. Fancy meeting you here,” Oodles said, reaching down to pat the dog, Jimbo.

      “I’ve been looking for you for twenty minutes,” Katy said. “You’re not exactly low profile — but somehow still hard to find. Lucky I spotted you coming in here.” She looked around, unimpressed. “A mirror maze? Really? At your age?”

      Wish-Wash grinned, plucking strands of red fairy floss from his purple vest. “Exactly the point. You never know when it’s your last show day. So why waste a good one?”

      Jimbo trotted back and forth, pausing now and then to press his nose against the mirrors. The shifting reflections confused him — one moment he was tall and lanky, the next squat and barrel-shaped.

      “What can we do for you, Katy?” Oodles asked.

      Katy parked the pram near a bend in the maze and folded her arms. Jimbo sat down beside her, still eyeing the mirrors with his head tilted. Wish-Wash couldn’t help wondering if the poor mutt thought he was surrounded by an entire pack of dogs — tall ones, fat ones, skinny ones, sausage-shaped and balloon-bodied — all staring back at him.

      “I need a favour. A big one.”

      The two old men exchanged glances.

      

      KATY LET out a sigh. “We’re going to the United States for two weeks to look for potential investors.”

      Wish-Wash’s eyes widened. “You’re selling the museum?”

      “Not if we can help it,” Katy said. “I won’t lie to you.  The business isn’t going so well. But if we can find the right silent investor, perhaps they’ll be happy for us to continue to run it.”

      “You’re not seeking local investment?” Oodles said.

      She looked blankly at him. “Know of someone, do you?”

      Oodles hung his head and mumbled.

      “Thought not,” Katy said. “Fortunately, Tim does. All in the U.S.. He’s financing the trip too.”

      Wish-Wash’s eyes widened. “That must be costing him a bomb.”

      Katy nodded. “All expenses for Joffa, Moose, me and him. But we need someone to mind things while we’re away.”

      “You mean… us?” Oodles said.

      “Yes,” Katy said.

      Wish-Wash’s face crinkled. “Have you forgotten about the native cat incident?”

      Katy smiled. “That was years ago, and this is different. You’d just need to keep things ticking over, this time there’d be no need to go into the field.”

      “And Jack?” Oodles nodded towards the pram.

      Katy knelt to check on her son, who was now trying to unbuckle himself. “Um… I was getting to that. He kinda comes with the package. You’re his godfathers, after all.”

      Wish-Wash’s mouth dropped open. “You want us to look after the museum and a toddler? We’re old men.”

      “Older men,” Oodles corrected.

      Katy straightened up. “Yeah, but look at you two. You said it yourself, Wish-Wash — you wouldn’t be in a mirror maze if you weren’t up for an adventure.”

      Oodles jabbed a finger in Wish-Wash’s direction. “That’s his philosophy. I get my daily thrills from a single shaving mirror.”

      “Pretty please,” Katy said. “Look, Jack’s easy. Sleeps through the night, eats most things and he loves stories. “He’s crazy about you two — you’ll be fine.”

      “When does all this start?” Wish-Wash asked, still looking sceptical.

      “In about a week, if we can swing it.” Katy checked her watch. “Which is why I’ve got to dash. Things to organise.”

      “Hang on a minute.” Oodles raised a hand. “You’ve just dropped something big on us. We need time to think it through.”

      Katy gave them both a knowing look. “You’ll do it. You’ll grumble, sure — but you’ll do it. Because you love Jack. And deep down, you love the museum too.”

      Oodles opened his mouth but whatever he was thinking didn’t come out.

      “It’s only two weeks,” Katy said. “You can handle two weeks. Right?”

      Wish-Wash scratched his head, looking down at Jack, who was now waving the plush wombat at them like a victory flag.

      “See?” Katy said, a triumphant edge to her tone. “He already knows you’re the fun ones.” She leaned over and ruffled Jack’s hair. “You’ll manage.”

      “All right,” Oodles said. “But if anything goes wrong — ”

      “It won’t,” Katy said. “I have complete faith in you both.” She smiled, then checked her watch again. “I really do have to go. Thanks, you two. You’re lifesavers.” She untied Jimbo from the pram handle and grasped the lead. “Another favour. Do you mind looking after Jack for a couple of hours? It’ll be good practice for you.”

      She didn’t wait for an answer. By the time the old men looked up from the pram, the two figures were already vanishing into the kaleidoscope of mirrors searching for the exit.
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      Oodles squinted at the reflections stretching endlessly in every direction. The mirrored walls made it impossible to tell where Wish-Wash actually was.

      The old man adjusted his grip on the pram handle, trying to focus on the path instead of the dizzying sight of himself multiplied a hundredfold. His thoughts drifted.

      Tim. That boy had come a long way since they’d taken him on at the museum as an intern in 2019 — a pimply face fresh out of university in his home state of Texas.

      Back then, he couldn’t tell a Tasmanian Tiger from a native cat — and Oodles still winced at the memory of the fiasco that blunder had caused. The press had torn them to shreds.

      Of course, the old blokes had taken the fall — couldn’t let the kid’s career be ruined before it even started. Handing over the museum to Katy, Joffa and Moose had been hard. But they’d done a bang-up job running it — far better than he and Wish-Wash ever could. Still, it stung to hear the place was struggling now.

      But Tim... Tim had stayed. He’d worked through the pandemic, bunked in with a cantankerous Moose. That couldn’t have been easy.

      Oodles couldn’t help but admire the lad. He hadn’t bolted back to the United States, despite his family’s wealth. His rich grandfather had been the spark behind the museum — at least in people’s minds.

      Oodles wasn’t sure if Tim still carried that spark himself, or if the weight of it was starting to wear him down. But whatever the answer, the lad was still here, and that meant something.

      A faint voice cut through Oodles’s thoughts. “Left again,” Wish-Wash called from somewhere deeper in the maze.

      Oodles pushed the pram forward with a sigh and one last thought: now Tim’s grandfather had died, the boy was worth millions. No, billions.
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